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On the responsibility to engage: non-Indigenous peoples in settler states
Ravi de Costaa and Tom Clarkb*
aFaculty of Environmental Studies, York University, Toronto, ON, Canada M3J 1P3; bCollege of Arts,
Victoria University, PO Box 14428, Melbourne 8001, Australia
Many non-Indigenous peoples in settler societies describe themselves as concerned with the
legacies of colonialism and wish to become more engaged with that history and with
Indigenous peoples. Paradoxically, however, many do not understand what that engagement
might entail, how they could do it or whether, indeed, it is their place to do so. In this
research, we survey ﬁndings from three sets of focus groups with non-Indigenous peoples in
Canada conducted over a two-year period and intersecting with the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission process that has nearly concluded there. The goal was to see what ‘emergent’
discourses of reconciliation are at play in reﬂective conversations between non-Aboriginal
Canadians. Some strong but complex themes arise from this research, in particular a mode
of ‘delegation’ and another, of ‘embodiment’. These are expressed in different rhetorical
styles and speak to variations in the geography, history and identity of the participants and
their communities. A broad but tentative conclusion is that for reconciliation the politics of
the local matter. We explore this ﬁnding with one eye toward policy innovations and as part
of a broad comparative inquiry into non-Indigenous peoples’ ideas of engagement and
responsibility in settler colonial states.
Introduction
What is ‘reconciliation’? We are not at all conﬁdent that there is a deﬁnitive answer. Is it the enact-
ment and implementation of formal instruments, such as the treaties reached by Indigenous
nations and colonial authorities in Canada before and after Confederation? Or the Indian Residen-
tial Schools Settlement, a conclusion to the class action brought by survivors of the genocidal pol-
icies of residential schools from the middle of the nineteenth century until the end of the
twentieth? Is it symbolic enactments too (or instead)? In 2008, speaking in parliament and on
behalf of the entire country, Canada’s Prime Minister Stephen Harper said sorry to the survivors
of Residential Schools… But who is sorry – or even just supposed to be sorry? And for what,
exactly?
On the other hand, we are convinced that there deﬁnitively is a question, in Canada as in other
places. Asking what is meant by the symbols and actions promulgated in the name of this meta-
objective explores crucial issues for the policy approach we call reconciliation, but they all beg a
certain additional and inconvenient question: why would non-Indigenous peoples care? Non-
Aboriginal people currently make up 33.6 million (95.7%) of Canada’s 35.2 million residents.
That means any major change to the laws or to national culture must ﬁnd acceptance with this
bloc. Any claim to a national process of reconciliation is only viable if it speaks meaningfully
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to both Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples. And meanwhile, ‘non-Aboriginal Canadian’ is
one of the most diffuse identities in human history. What could such a diverse group think in
common? Do ‘ordinary’ non-Aboriginal Canadians have views about reconciliation? Are they
shared? Do any ordinary people actually regard themselves as non-Aboriginal Canadians –
let alone as ‘ordinary’?
This article explores the ways non-Aboriginal Canadians1 might understand their own
imperatives and/or capacities to engage with, and relate to, Aboriginal Canadians at the present
moment in history, heavily overlaid with public agendas of ‘reconciliation’ (both locally and glob-
ally). However, we did not foreground the term ‘reconciliation’ in the research done toward this
paper, particularly in the focus groups: that term has not had the centrality in Canada that it has for
example, in Australia. In the work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, the goal of recon-
ciliation is cast as involving a serious engagement with the histories of colonialism and particu-
larly Residential Schools and the development of improved social and cultural relations between
Aboriginal and other Canadians. We think of these goals of learning and engagement as a form of
responsibility that non-Indigenous peoples can choose to take up.
Consequently, the research behind this article has cast a light on how and whether non-Abori-
ginal Canadians experience any sense of responsibility to engage with Aboriginal peoples and
cultures. It is a question situated at a particular moment in history, of course, but it is also a ques-
tion about the present capacity for future-oriented action, if ‘engagement’ can be credited with
transforming race relations for the future, which for us would be a pre-requisite for any meaning-
ful reconciliation.
For reasons that we explain in detail below, the empirical research informing this article has
been a use of focus-group methods to generate semi-structured conversations between non-Abori-
ginal Canadians. In the following sections, we set out a ‘Background’ to this article, our research
‘Approach’, the ‘Methodology’ used, and then an extensive analysis of the conversations them-
selves (‘Results’). That analysis draws on referential and textural analytic techniques to identify
two salient ideological modes that inform the conversants’ individual senses of responsibility to
engage in signiﬁcant ways. We have called those modes embodiment and delegation. Our
‘Results’ and ‘Conclusions’ sections explicate those modes and their conceptual entailments in
some detail, positing them as signiﬁcant factors for research in this ﬁeld.
Background
A range of literature has explored the thematics of attitudes across racial divides in numerous con-
texts. This can range from passionate concern, through indifference, guilt and outright hostility.2
Less explored has been what might underlie people’s decisions to engage across deep-seated
divides and how such decisions relate to their own identities. An important theoretical movement
over the last decade or so has seen a much greater attention to the ‘settler colonial’ experience,3 in
particular its distinctiveness from a colonial mode characteristic of ‘resource colonies’ where
European settlement was marginal.4 Recent investigations in this ﬁeld have started to move
from broad historical accounts to a concern for the lived modalities of settler colonialism.
Andrew Smith observed recently that critical analysis of ‘everyday life is salient because it
teaches us to keep an eye on the ways in which generalized categories of identity may be disrupted
by ordinary relations and practices’.5 Inverting this insight, a recent book by US scholar Mark
Rifkin centers on ‘Settler Common Sense’. Rifkin’s concern is to examine the quotidian character
of a settler colonial mentality, one that emerges in the multitude of normal actions in life, as
opposed to a concerted focus on the material and ideological interactions between settlers and
Indigenous peoples… he wants to think of ‘settlement as pervasively active without being
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totalized as a singular, self-generating, somewhat uniform whole’.6 Following Raymond Wil-
liams, Rifkin focuses on the
ways that the institutions of the settler state become ‘actively involved’ in the daily life of non-
Natives, serving as ‘formative’ but in ways that cannot be understood as always-already a ‘formed
whole’.
Fiona Nicoll proposes that we invert our thinking – away from worries about what Indigenous
sovereignty is toward concertedly thinking about what white sovereignty and rights do to Indigen-
ous sovereignty.7 Drawing from Ross Chambers, Nicoll argues that it is the category of indivi-
duality that obscures whiteness – whites are ﬁrst seen as individuals, whereas non-whites are
ﬁrst seen as representatives of a group – and thus makes the claim that ‘individual investments
in the collective sovereignty of white people remain invisible’.8 Her inquiry is into behaviors
and ideas that do not emerge out of interaction with Indigenous peoples but through ‘ordinary’
life; not moments that produce difference but those that enable identity to stabilize and express
itself. Nicoll sets out a framework in which embodiment might be central to a ‘decolonial’
form of settler identity: the ‘embodied recognition that we already exist within Indigenous
sovereignty’.9
As readers will gather, our focus in this article and previous publications has taken a point of
departure from Nicoll and others. Our research emphasizes non-Indigeneity rather than whiteness
as its principal line of contrast. Nevertheless, these are intriguing approaches that raise signiﬁcant
methodological questions: How can we identify settler colonial practices of identiﬁcation, belong-
ing, rhetoric that emerge in the absence of Indigenous peoples? Our proposal is that we need to
make non-Indigenous peoples a focus actively. Exploring non-Indigenous agency and identity in
the presence of a loosely deﬁned phenomenon such as reconciliation means we need to examine
everyday experiences and practices, to relate those to non-Indigenous understandings of what
Indigenous peoples have experienced, lost, suffered, aspire to and deserve – and how such under-
standings might require something of themselves and the societies they see themselves belonging
to. In short, we need to explore the ways that non-Aboriginal Canadians engage with Aboriginal
Canadians and the reasons behind those forms of engagement.
There are knowledge beneﬁts of such an approach for Indigenous peoples, notwithstanding
the conceptual fuzziness around reconciliation. To the extent that reconciliation offers to revise
the historically received dispensations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in ‘post-
colonial’ settler societies, it is predicated on partisan understandings of the stakeholders: in each
relevant country it assumes two parties who have matters to negotiate. To date, research that seeks
to understand the non-Indigenous position in such an exchange has distinguished various
elements within that group by a priori categories. As the following discussion reveals, our
approach in this research is to present non-Indigenous peoples with the topic of reconciliation,
then allow them to distinguish sub-groupings of their communities (or not) in whatever
manner they choose, intentionally unguided by us.
Approach
Our approach to the non-Indigenous ‘everyday’ reveals distinct modes by which non-Indigenous
individuals identify themselves, both in the absence of and in relation to Indigenous peoples. By
telling us about themselves – their histories, their lived places and their expectations for the future
– we observed divergent orientations that non-Indigenous peoples express toward engagements
with and responsibilities to Indigenous peoples, rights and histories. If imagining responsibility
at the present moment in history, for this article’s purposes, combines the imperatives and
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capacities of non-Aboriginal Canadians to engage with, and relate to, Aboriginal Canadians, then
it is evidently a responsibility produced and understood through discourse. As several participant
comments quoted in this article reveal, it is a ﬁlter not difﬁcult to identify in practice: non-Abori-
ginal Canadians quite clearly, often consciously and explicitly, go out of their way to use and inte-
grate discourses they have previously encountered about the nature of the relationship with
Aboriginal Canada, indicating their reliance on such discourses to fashion their own understand-
ings of the topic, at the same time as they deploy discourses of their own to set and reﬁne the terms
of engagement they would like to see between the peoples.
In empirical research, the easiest manifestations of this centrality-of-discourse to work with
are the most obviously derivative. Participants accurately or inaccurately quoting and paraphras-
ing each other, quoting and paraphrasing known rhetorical formulas from broader public dis-
courses, and making use of clichés and platitudes widely available: these are our clearest
indications that notions of responsibility are only reached through discourse. More, they show
that conceptions of responsibility (both favorable and otherwise) can only emerge through
discourse.
There is nothing especially new about such an observation, of course. It is a commonplace of
post-structural theory10 as it has been of the frame analysis approach since Goffman.11 Neverthe-
less, it is important to note the implications. Political discourse may always have its ﬂexibilities of
grammar and semantics, and it may always admit and even facilitate certain lines of contestation
and revision; however it is always also constrained in its possibilities for contestation and revi-
sion, always also inﬂexible in its grammar, and always also prescriptive of ideation to some
extent. In their reception of responsibility discourses, our research is a reminder that non-Abori-
ginal Canadians are predisposed to hear any new remarks in relatively circumscribed ways, con-
ditioned by their previous encounters with responsibility discourses – even though many of them
are clearly very open to engaging with new ways of discussing the situations of Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal. A patina of discourses-to-date conditions the likely ﬂavor of future discourses.
If responsibility is always produced and received through discourse, that is because it largely
is discourse – discourse is not merely some heuristic device for revealing and contemplating
responsibility, but it is fully the thing itself. Even where understandings of responsibility
require material changes – redistribution and substantive justice demands, for example – these
are instantiated through and performed by discursive acts. Relationship and engagement are
not merely occasioned and represented by discourses of responsibility; they concretely exist or
take place within those discourses. Thus a research approach that observes and analyses respon-
sibility discourses as the primary object of research is inherently less attenuated than one seeking
to uncover ‘indicators’ and ‘proxies’ for ‘underlying attitudes’ by inference from such discourses.
As Voloshinov argues, discourse is ideology in the concrete.12 The manifest form for any given
ideology of responsibility must be discourse – in both its referential and textural aspects.
Methodology
The chief research technique mobilized in our research so far has been the focus group. We are
fundamentally interested in broad patterns of value among non-Indigenous peoples in settler
societies. We believe that this issue has been understudied in a consideration of how we
should think about or try to improve Indigenous–settler relations. Broad theorizations of ‘white-
ness’ or ‘settler colonialism’ are instructive but do not invite us into the ﬁssures within dominant
structures that may contain more positive modes of reconciled, postcolonial, anti-colonial or
decolonized interaction.
We believe that these potentials – where they exist – emerge most fruitfully during open con-
versations among groups of individuals. This is in contrast to quantitative approaches such as the
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survey techniques used in the Australian Reconciliation Barometer or the survey of Canadians
done by the Department of Justice in 2008 in relation to Indian Residential Schools and the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission.13 It is not that these approaches cannot tell us about
non-Indigenous commitments but they are less useful in exploring the ways in which we
might begin to think about non-Indigenous identities as collaborative and mutually reinforcing.
It is our view that, whether we see the pursuit of justice as a matter of education or redistribution,
non-Indigenous peoples must be engaged as conscious, reﬂective beings in the manner suggested
by Habermas.14
We have held four sets of focus groups over the period 2011–2013 in several locations around
Canada: two sets in Toronto (the ﬁrst was a pilot phase of 4 focus groups conducted with under-
graduate students);15 and two at different communities in northern British Columbia (BC). These
focus groups have been conducted with non-Aboriginal peoples: we asked explicitly during
recruitment whether potential participants identiﬁed as Aboriginal and excluded any who did.
We were also interested in the effect of one’s time in the settler society (or speciﬁc region) on
one’s understandings. We factored this into our recruitment techniques as well.
The locations of the focus groups were Toronto; Smithers, BC; and New Hazelton, BC
(although the latter drew participants from a cluster of nearby communities often referred to as
‘the Hazeltons’). We were centrally concerned to explore discourses in communities of very
different sizes and where perceptions of the everyday presence or absence of Indigenous
peoples varied widely. Within the capacities of the research, we chose the most populous city
in Canada, where one of us is based, and smaller communities in northern BC where we also
have some familiarity and prior connections. BC was an important choice as it is one of the
few parts of Canada that encompasses territories that have never been subjected to treaty. The
Indigenous reality and legal and political signiﬁcance in these communities is unmistakable.
Another line of distinction we explore is the difference in make-up of the non-Indigenous partici-
pants: in BC participants (reﬂecting the communities more generally) were predominantly of
western European descent; and in Toronto, participants descended from all over the world.
Toronto is a large and diverse metropolis of 3 million people. In the latest reliable data from
2006, 42% of residents were born outside Canada. The Indigenous population is thought to be in
excess of 40,000 but outside a small number of very speciﬁc sites in the downtown area, few
spaces or neighborhoods are understood to be Aboriginal. Most of the participants that we
recruited were from the northern suburbs or what is known as North York. In these ethnically
and racially diverse groups there was a broad spectrum of ages, from people in their 20s to
their 60s, as well as having roughly equal numbers of women and men.
The two BC locations are very different. Several distinct Indigenous nations have reserves
close by and the region encompasses territories of the Gitxsan and Wet’suwet’en nations predo-
minantly. Smithers is a town of between 5000 and 6000 residents. Estimates of the Aboriginal
population vary from 15% in Smithers town upwards in the surrounding locality. The area is
an administrative, amenities and recreation hub serving the resource-based economies (forestry,
increasingly mining) in northern BC. It is the seat of both municipal and First Nations govern-
ments, provincial and federal agencies have ofﬁces there and it has a range of educational and
other public institutions.
The Hazeltons are much smaller, with a total population of around 3000 residents spread out
across a cluster of villages. The largest is New Hazelton, with a population of approximately 300
people. Estimates of the Aboriginal population in the Hazeltons (including the reserves) are
around 50%. Although some Hazeltons people work in Smithers, which is about an hour away
by car, here there are numerous small business people, artists, retirees and others less likely to
be attached directly to public institutions or resource corporations. It is a de-industrializing com-
munity that contends with signiﬁcant economic disadvantage. In northern BC Indigenous peoples
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are visible and signiﬁcant actors in the community at every level. In all the focus groups we did in
this region, there was a notable lack of ethnic/racial diversity, with only a few exceptions these
were ‘white’ groups though there was a balance of women and men and again a broad represen-
tation of age groups.
Our recruitment strategies were necessarily various. Though it was feasible to use a research
company (the Institute for Social Research at York University) to generate a random sample of
non-Indigenous peoples in the city of Toronto, in the two communities in northern BC, small
population size meant this was not possible. In the latter case, we employed a research assistant
who was familiar with the two communities and who was able to develop a modiﬁed snowball
sampling approach. In all locations, we asked questions during recruitment to help us control
for those who were active in campaigns concerning Aboriginal issues or would be very
hostile. We wanted to explore whether there was a middle ground and what it might contain.
In each of the three locations we held two focus groups with between 8 and 10 people in each.
The initial idea – stimulated in some pilot work we did in 201016 – was to explore the theme of
attitudes toward and understanding of Indigenous issues in relation to one’s length of time in each
community: does a sense of ‘belonging’ to a place shape or affect one’s views about First Nations
perhaps and their identities or entitlements? That is, did those whose families had been in Canada
for generations feel more entitled to belong? Did they feel they had a greater responsibility to
engage Indigenous histories and peoples? For the Toronto groups we were able to recruit two
groups, one of which (T2) responded afﬁrmatively to the question, ‘Were all your grandparents
and parents born in Canada?’ The second group was composed of those who were all born
outside the country (T1). Again as a function of scale, the series of groups held in northern
BC could not be organized precisely the same way. In setting up the groups however, with our
research assistant, we were able to make a rough division between those with long-standing
attachments to the community (H1/S1) and those who had more recently arrived (H2/S2). In
the end this was far less clear cut than the groups in Toronto but that theme, linking sense of
belonging with attitude and identity, does emerge through the comments of individuals in Hazel-
ton and Smithers, many of whom discussed their own histories in their communities as ways of
explaining what they knew and thought.
Each Focus group lasted about 90 minutes and was conducted by a professional facilitator. We
offered participants modest incentives to cover their time. We recorded the groups and prepared
transcripts which we have closely re-read to explore the following themes.
Results
What is it to take responsibility? What does that involve and who is responsible? These concerns
were approached in the focus groups by exploring three broad areas of the participants’ attitudes
and beliefs: after encouraging participants to identify themselves and indicate their own histories
we inquired, ﬁrst, about their knowledge of what happened to Indigenous peoples in colonial/
Canadian history. Second, did they think that Canadians have a responsibility to learn about
that history and its legacies toward Indigenous peoples? Third, did they think there was a respon-
sibility to do something in response to those histories and legacies, a responsibility that might fall
on them? Speciﬁc follow-up questions on the state of personal relationships between Indigenous
and other people, and the Residential Schools system, enabled a more detailed approach to the
three themes.
This section is the longest in the article, and so we have divided it into two subsections. The
ﬁrst explores salient usages of personal pronouns across our focus groups. The second is a
detailed examination of conversants’ dispositions in relation to our core theme of responsibility
to engage. In the focus-group conversations, we see two modes or ideal types for thinking about
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the issue of taking responsibility for the injustices of colonial history. One is more distant, dis-
placed, summoning up others to do the work; we refer to this mode as delegation. The second
is characterized by the clearing and articulating of a path for the self to take responsibility
through culture and land: we refer to this mode as embodiment. Across the three locations,
there were differences in the extent to which participants made generalizations about Indigenous
peoples and history (in Toronto much more willing to do so, in northern BC considerably less)
rather than speak about speciﬁc experiences they had had and which shaped their views (the oppo-
site). That is to say that delegation is clearly associated with more generalized accounts of the
Aboriginal other and is the general tenor of conversations in Toronto; embodiment is clearly
associated with more variegated accounts of Aboriginal community members, and the northern
BC groups were much more comfortable with this mode.
Contours of ‘we’ and ‘they’ are complex and vary with locality
As we have explained previously,17 our ﬁrst pilot groups in June 2010 drew our focus to a form of
response that has remained of interest to this research. The interest is in participants’ uses of per-
sonal pronouns, especially the ﬁrst and third person plural forms we/us/our and they/them/their.
At all stages of this research, a dominant paradigm has been all participants acquiescing in a ‘we’
that includes all non-Aboriginal Canadians and a ‘they’ that stands for all Aboriginal Canadians.
To date, we have encountered some questioning but absolutely no rejection or replacement of that
paradigm within our focus groups – although there have been some important additional usages of
those pronouns, as this section discusses below.
This ‘us and them’ reading of responsibility is ubiquitous. Recognizing its potential signiﬁ-
cance, we consciously avoided leading any particular usage of plural pronouns, or even
drawing any particular attention to their uses, in the discussion guides for our focus-group facil-
itators. And yet the participants and facilitators all constantly reverted to this stereotype. The con-
sistency itself is a large part of the importance here: it suggests that, when non-Aboriginal
Canadians are brought together and asked to discuss relations with Aboriginal people and com-
munities, no matter what their backgrounds and belief systems, the ‘us and them’ frame is a con-
sensus model for discussing whatever other points they may have in common or not. A revealing
example of the paradigm and of its inherent biases came from the Canadian-born group in
Toronto (T2):
C: I’ve had some experience with the people in Iqaluit.
Fac: Have you?
C: Yes, in the Northwest Territories.
Fac: What was that like?
C: I have a friend who taught up there for years and oh, they were a different kettle of ﬁsh
up there.
Fac: What were they like?
C: Drinkers.
Fac: Oh.
C: They all drank, and all the young people that I could see or talk to or anything knew all
about the latest drug on the market.
Fac: Hmm.
C: And they lived not like we’re used to living, let’s say.
The conceptual ‘entailments’18 of usage are signiﬁcant. ‘We’ and ‘they’mark a great division,
but they also point to some important assumptions of country-wide convergence. For the purposes
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of discussing the topic of responsibility, this usage assumes that all non-Aboriginal Canadians
have a shared stake in that discussion and in any outcomes from it, by dint of their shared struc-
tural relationship toward Aboriginal Canadians. At the same time, clearly it is a usage that blurs
important differences in both camps. Both Toronto groups spoke from an assumption that a very
multicultural ‘we’ encounters a monocultural ‘they’, while participants in the Smithers and Hazel-
tons groups generally assumed a white ‘we’ but acknowledged great cultural diversity among the
Aboriginal communities they discussed. The balance between distinction and elision in such
usage can prove especially complex for families with both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
members, as in this vignette from Hazelton (H1):
T: … I married into a Gitxsan family. My [children] are half Gitxsan and so I was able to
see the family unit and how they associate with each other and go to feasts and things
like that. So I’ve seen… I guess I’ve seen evidence of the huge wounding that’s
taken place with white society moving in and taking over Native society and sending
them to residential schools and never really seeing that addressed in a graceful
manner. So I know there’s a lot of pain out there still at this point.
A second usage of ‘we’ emerging through these focus groups was locality speciﬁc. It indexes
the non-Aboriginal people living in the community and area where the focus group occurred, or
even more speciﬁcally the participants present in the focus-group room. For this usage, the ‘they’
alternative is its binary opposite: all Aboriginal Canadians, and all Canadians living further aﬁeld.
(For the purposes of these focus groups, it was always quite a signiﬁcant change of frame to
discuss the situation in other countries – even for people who had spent much of their lives
outside Canada.) One participant from Hazelton, Don, offered an example to illustrate the speciﬁc
dynamics around non-Aboriginal self-identiﬁcation (H1):
D: Just by like us being the minority, we get absorbed into the dominant culture. It happens
… it’s an anthropological phenomenon that happens all over, but we pick up on the
dominant culture, and it’s absorbed into us and then we reﬂect it. As far as like an
example, the importance of salmon, and respect for the planet and the earth and some
of these things, eh? And just the matriarchal part, you know, like, you’re the boss! [Par-
ticipants laugh.]
There was also a third usage of ‘we’ among some focus-group participants. This usage seems
signiﬁcant because it has no corresponding ‘they’ term. In it, an imagined all-of-Canada ‘we’
emerges into the future or perhaps outside the present. Participants adopted this usage when
they were trying to speak beyond the binary contrasts of ‘us and them’. It lent a certain rhetorical
force for its proponents, but it did not occur especially often, and nobody used it to refute the val-
idity of an ‘us and them’ frame for the past or present situation. An example of this tentatively
emergent new ‘we’ came from Smithers (S1), where it signaled a deliberate effort to change
the conceptual frame:
MR: My experience mostly is since I moved to the north. I worked with them. I taught
young moms life skills, and I did learn at that time that they think very different
than we do. Not… just different. And that was quite amazing to me.
Fac: Hm.
MR: I could give a lot of examples, but…
Fac: Yeah, sure, go ahead and give me an example how…what’s…what’s the difference?
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MR: Well, one of the examples that, uh…we were playing a game, and the game was an
afﬁnity game, so I say black, you say white, I say yes, you say no – they couldn’t get
that game. It was at a party with all First Nations, and they just couldn’t get that. And I
don’t understand… I mean they just think different. They think different than white
people, even though they…we live together.
Perhaps because the delegation mode tends to coincide with more generalized views of the other,
its adherents make less frequent resort to the second and third usages than their embodiment-
adhering counterparts. We ﬁnd numerous instances of types two and three in the Smithers and
Hazelton conversations, while the Toronto conversations are much more strictly conﬁned to
the ﬁrst type.
Sections on locality ﬁndings
As noted above, the Toronto groups (T1 & T2) included lengthy passages and discussion devoted
in different ways to the idea that Indigenous peoples must take responsibility for the circum-
stances they ﬁnd themselves in. In both T1 and T2, participants presented familiar stereotypes
of Indigenous dysfunction and indifference to opportunity; concerns about the fairness of
certain Indigenous entitlements in the tax system; and illegal tobacco production. They also pre-
sented certain pieces of ‘cultural knowledge’ about Indigenous peoples, such as ‘an Indian won’t
work for another Indian’ (Bill, T2). In all these instances, there was very little attempt to correct or
disagree with such statements.
In Smithers, by contrast, many participants found the questions difﬁcult to understand as they
were thought overly general; this was also the case in Hazelton though to a lesser extent. People
were confused about how to answer such general questions as ‘What do you know or think about
Indigenous peoples’ history since colonization?’
To generalize, then – and somewhat at odds with our understanding of the pilot groups for this
project19 – as our research moved from focus groups in the metropolitan east of Canada to the
rural communities in the west, it became apparent that locality may be a stronger differentiator
for participant attitudes than migration status. This is the sort of hypothesis that lends itself to
quantitative testing, however the qualitative research for this project revealed salient orientations
toward responsibility that seemed to span the communities of participants. These orientations
emerged as themes running across both of the focus groups at each particular site, spanning
the many points of disagreement within each focus group, yet differentiating the communities
quite markedly from one other. One might summarize as follows:
. Participants in Toronto coalesced around a sense that responsibility needs to be taken, but
partly by Indigenous peoples themselves. There is a strong role for government in this.
. Participants in Smithers seemed generally dubious about a role for government. They were
openly jaded about institutional responses, but held out strong hope that a greater role for
personal responsibility would lead to heightened engagement and improved relationships
between peoples.
. Participants in Hazelton also essentially rejected a government role. In its place they
emphasized a rich, highly localized sense of what and how responsibility might be taken
through cultural, environmental and sporting engagement.
When we go deeper into the questions we ﬁnd some enduring differences in what the various
groups thought about the situation of Indigenous peoples in Canada. The Toronto groups were
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conspicuously more given to generalize about Aboriginal peoples and cultures than their northern
BC counterparts, and conspicuously less aware of encounters in their own daily lifeworlds. For
example, in T1, Xiao Ming focused on tropes of isolation:
I have some impressions from the reading. I watch TV, the news, whatever. Yeah… They really
isolate their kids. Don’t get much education; the people mostly like are drunk. They… I know
some places they don’t even have the highway to get out.
In T2, Mike reported:
They also have a hatred of the government because of what they don’t get from them. And on
one token I hear that, but on the other side of it, I hear them not having to pay taxes on the
majority of their things. So if… I mean, it’s like I say, it’s a lot of hearsay of what I see what
goes on…
He also acknowledged that ‘there is a lot of drug and alcohol abuse going through their reserves. I
do go up to the reserves myself and I’m guilty of it to buy cigarettes’. Bill pointed out that ‘we
seem to hear about the successes and the abject failures. We don’t seem to hear about the daily sort
of life’. Bridget had spent some time in a BC reserve as part of her training to be a teacher, which
had given her the chance to
see some positive, some positive experiences, some positive sides of First Nations culture. However,
coming back to Toronto, I hate saying this but the only time I feel like I see First Nations people is
sitting outside of Kensington looking like zombies.
In Smithers, we saw a more informed but direct tone, one able to present injustice without
ﬂinching or agonizing but also to situate that in a broader narrative of struggle and identity. Par-
ticipants were also able to respond to each other and, at times, to disagree with each other respect-
fully. From S1, Keith described
growing up here, it was pretty rough with the – at school for some of the Native kids that I went to
school with. But, you know, all in all we treated people as they did to us. There was bullies who were
Native and there was bullies who were non-Native. And I don’t like people being classiﬁed as a
culture.
Kevin spoke of Residential Schools:
I think the residential school system unfortunately achieved its goals of oppressing a culture, and you
know, where would our First Nation communities be today without residential schools? How differ-
ent? We can’t answer that, but I think, you know, it was a… um, combination between the govern-
ment and the churches to um, try to quash a culture, and unfortunately they’ve very well
succeeded in that.
Robbie responded:
You know it’s something I’m not sure I thoroughly agree with you on and it’s something I tremen-
dously admire in Native people is that they have endured. I’m amazed how well they’ve endured,
maybe I could say in spite of us.
In S2, Dave found Smithers to be different from what he had known as a child:
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I grew up in Northern Ontario and I ﬁnd that it’s very different there than here as far as… its really
more, seemed to be more us and them back in Ontario. It seems to be much more integrated here.
Pete acknowledged that he had:
never been fully aware of what nations I’m living around… (But) I know I’m living on someone
else’s land that has lived here for way longer than European settlers, and I’m always curious to
learn more about First Nations.
As in Smithers, statements in Hazelton were very strong and critical about the impact of coloniza-
tion on Indigenous peoples but there was much less balancing out. Two participants in H1, both
older women, did report a time around the 1960s and early 1970s in which there was great
harmony and an easy interaction between Indigenous and other residents of the area.
Overall, we can see that reported cultural familiarity and historical knowledge were almost
incomparable between Toronto and northern BC. The differences might have been predicted
but their signiﬁcance is so great that it turns the same sorts of questions into strikingly different
discussions. We can also say that where participants had personal connections with Indigenous
peoples they are more positive, or at least nuanced. In Toronto, perhaps only three participants
were able to reﬂect on their own experiences to notice the underlying causes – even while
being preoccupied by dysfunction. Claire’s remarks demonstrate a common Torontonian percep-
tion of Indigenous peoples as absent from urban contexts:
Now down at Keele and Wilson, there’s an Aboriginal daycare centre. At Keele and Wilson, on the
next – somehow it surprised me! There must be enough First Nations people around to put their kids in
daycare! And yet I don’t see any, that we all know – we recognize an Indian by his facial features and
so on. But I… I’ve never seen one where I live.
Rosalda (T1) could see that this was all she had to draw on and lamented it:
Because Canada is such a multiculturalism nation. I mean, we’ve made our business to be multicul-
turalism here, getting to know everyone’s culture and ethnic background, well whether it be from
European, Eastern, or West Indies, or like wherever… but unfortunately I myself don’t know any-
thing about the actual Aboriginal people of this country… you know, I ﬁnd that pretty odd. And
it’s always something negative – if I do hear something, it’s always negative and stereotyping.
The majority of participants in Smithers and Hazelton drew from their own speciﬁc, strikingly
local experiences to inﬂect their remarks about Indigenous history and circumstances. In S1,
Keith explained that:
I used to do deliveries to Morristown on a regular basis, and I got to know many of the people there,
and I got to really… that was my ﬁrst real experience with the Native culture, or uh… and I really got
to enjoy their viewpoints and their different insights in life that I’d never been exposed to before.
In S2, Mary-Ann
grew up in Yellowknife, Northwest Territories, and at that time, what I recall is that the Aboriginal
people that I saw lived in different areas outside of our community. Moved away many years later
when I was a young adult, and once I moved back, and worked within the school system as an edu-
cational assistant, by that time the schools had done a lot of work in promoting Aboriginal culture so
now that students going to high school actually to graduate have to take a course in Northern Studies,
which has a lot of the history of the Aboriginal people within the NWT.
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Tracy drew on a comparison of what she saw while living brieﬂy in
Aotearoa,NewZealand… Imean, thereweremore cultural references and identities shared pervasively
than I had ever experienced inwesternCanada. So,when I camehome, I found that very curious because
when I came back to Canada two years ago, that was missing. It was really missing. And the Cowass
Indian Reserve is right across the river, and every time you drive the highway you see the residential
school, and it was in the ‘90s when they were reclaiming the school and it’s now purposed differently
than how it was. Then I married a man whose son was part Aboriginal from Bella Coola, and the good,
white, colonial girl that I was tried really hard to connect with the First Nations population in Kamloops
because he was away from his community, and that didn’t work…
In Hazelton, a strong theme emerged around participants’ desire to know about Indigenous
cultures and life, as well as an acknowledgment of their ignorance in the face of long and rich
Indigenous traditions. Sandra (H1) exempliﬁed the reﬂective self-positioning of many:
I’ve sort of ﬁnally realized that this is a huge… it would take me my lifetime probably to learn all the
traditions and that, just the knowledge that some of the people have. So I ﬁnd that the older I get the
more I realize I don’t know that much, really, you know, same as Peter with the houses and peace
system and just… um… just basically treating people like people with respect. I think I have a
long, long, long ways to go.
In H2 this theme was equally strong. Don’s comments present his orientation clearly, and in expli-
citly localized terms:
I’ve lived here most of my… I moved here as a young adult, and I’ve lived with the Gitxsan. I live on
their territory. I live at a site that’s a Gitxsan ﬁshing site, and they don’t ﬁsh where I live, I live where
they ﬁsh. I’ve always put it that way… I’m just at home with all my Gitxsan friends as I am with my
Umshewa friends, and…
Facil: Do you want to explain what that means? They might not know what that word
means.
Don: Umshewa? Either coming from down the river, up the sea, when driftwood ﬂoats in
the water, it gets all bleached, and it’s bleached driftwood that just ﬂoated into the
territory.
On the matter of whether Canadians should learn (or not) about Indigenous history and
culture, there was consistency in all the groups that this was an important thing. However, the
reasons for doing this varied signiﬁcantly. In Toronto, there was an emphasis on the importance
of the spiritual identity of Indigenous peoples, as in this comment from Bill (T2):
It’s a very spiritual culture, very nature-based, spiritual culture… Every animal means something, has
a meaning. They… every season is something. Like it’s so deeply spiritual when you get into the
culture of it. I mean, I’ve done a sweat lodge – it’s quite a fascinating experience. It’s quite a fascinat-
ing experience.
For Bridget, it is an inherently good thing to learn about others:
There’s no… con with learning about anyone’s culture, especially First Nations people, because, like
you said, they were here ﬁrst, and it’s a very rich and ancient culture, and how can anyone be harmed
by learning about it?…You just become… you’re a better person by knowing about somebody else’s
situation and background and why they do the things that they do.
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In Smithers, this interest in learning was driven more by the sense that there was a functional
and speciﬁc need to get along. In S1, Pam said:
I think they should learn about the history and what happened in the past. If you know about the
history from the past you can prevent society from making the same mistakes twice, but I agree
that we got to start moving forward.
Adam insisted that
I think our experiences interact with other cultures is the best asset we have in learning more, and in a
town and environment like Smithers, there’s always that interaction, you know? There’s always us
white folks interacting with the Aboriginal people in the malls or the stores or the streets, whatever.
And so I think that’s the best positive experience, is just interacting together. Befriending each other.
In S2, Dana was one of the few who implied a sense of loss and limitation without intercultural
learning:
Aboriginal people are marginalized still in Canada and without education, then people don’t under-
stand what’s happening, and they won’t change the way that they think about Aboriginal people in
Canada unless they know the history. I think that that’s critical. And I just think it’s good to be
exposed to different cultures and different ways of thinking and knowing, because we’re kind of
going down this path of individualism and high consumption, and I think we as a population, we
need to be more connected to the land.
In the Hazelton groups, this was much more common: an obligation on non-Indigenous
peoples themselves to learn about the full scale of colonial injustice and, importantly, its conse-
quences for themselves and for their own ability to understand the place that they now lived in.
Carol (H1) expresses the attitude especially clearly:
I think if Canadians were willing to sit down and hear everything that any First Nations person wanted
to tell them, and hear it? Like I think.. I think people need to hear that someone was buried alive, I
think people need to hear the torture and abuse – not because we need to, like, roll around in the hor-
ribleness of it but I think it’s not okay to not validate that. To just say, ‘Oh well, I know there were
some abuses…’
In H2, Laurie noted, ‘Well this is our shared history, and it’s the story of this place. It’s inherent to
the land in which we live. We need to know… ’ Don insisted on that second we/they paradigm
very clearly: ‘the dominant culture, it’s very important that they really learn the signiﬁcance of the
land that they’re living on now’.
A leading consideration for our analysis has been how these conversations approach the ques-
tion: Who has a responsibility? Given that most participants were disposed toward a sense that
something was wrong and that something should be done (plus the natural bias for people to
want to sound compassionate or progressive in such a context), the variations are signiﬁcant.
We saw a kind of dyadic structure here, with some participants preferring to imagine that some
others (often unstated) had the responsibility – what we call delegation – while others took
this on in terms of their own lives and identities and their own hopes, an embodiment.
It is worth noting that delegation is a conceptually and politically divergent mode. Having
Indigenous peoples start to take responsibility for themselves can be understood as either a rec-
ognition of Indigenous self-determination or as an expectation that they conform to liberal stan-
dards of individual autonomy. But what is common is the view that it is someone else’s
responsibility to respond to Indigenous history or contemporary inequality or injustice, be this
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First Nations, the government, the education system, or some unstated other. In all cases, this
topic provoked the most interaction among participants, with speakers often picking up and
responding directly to previous remarks.
In T1, Kyali argued consistently for the self-help position:
I believe part of the most effective way would be like, yes, to be an internal responsibility, where I was
mentioning before take a couple strong Inuit leaders that will be I guess role models for them to follow
and I think probably that would be the best way to heal what has happened, I think.
Similarly, in T2, Helen emphasized personal responsibility:
It was something I learned because a member of my mother’s family was alcoholic from AAs – you
take it one day at a time but believe in yourself. I think that’s what they… for me, I think that’s what
they need to understand. Maybe they haven’t had that, you know? They’ve just felt like they’ve been
kicked on, like the dirt’s been kicked over them.
Claire and Bill also discussed the role of self-help. Claire imagined taking a kind of limited
responsibility, to help others help themselves:
If we see one of these people who are down and out, and obviously First Nations, and have a little
sympathy, and ‘Can I help you?’ I recommend a centre where they can go for some guidance; a
shelter where they can go and sleep – whatever! Go on today, these people are downtown, Aborigi-
nals. Just help them! They’re not all responsible for the way they are, I don’t think.
Bill: There are a lot of services. If you’re not going to access them, that’s your individ-
ual choice. There’s lots of services in downtown especially, for First Nations
people.
In Smithers, as noted, there was a thread of discussion in which the failure of attempts to
resolve this history was holding the community back, particularly in terms of economic develop-
ment. However, in S1 there was extensive discussion about individual responsibility. Keith was
particularly clear:
I think it has to be at the individual level, and preferably not at the governmental level, because the
government seems to be inept in dealing with these matters of, uh, trying to make, um, equality poss-
ible for all people. So it’s up to us as individuals.
Adam pointed to the 2000 treaty between the state and the Nisga’a people, a little further to the
north in BC
I think that was a prime example of letting them do what they want to do. Lots of times, even around
this table, we say, ‘What can we do for them?’ and I think that treaty in particular said, well, let them
decide.
In S2, Jon thought government was not doing enough or offering a clear path forward:
I’d like to hear probably from someone in government, ‘This is what the end game is.’ Either it is to
create separate reserves if that’s the best strategy and we organize somehow the economy so that that
might work, or we made more of an umbrella in society, but I’m still very unclear as to what the objec-
tive is. Until I’m clear about that, or I think until the country’s clear about that, I don’t know howmuch
progress can be made.
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In Hazelton there was also some evidence of the delegation mode, although it was predomi-
nantly in the form of recognizing Indigenous rights to self-determination. Peter offered a repre-
sentative comment:
At this stage in the game, I don’t think that except for extending a hand in reconciliation, I don’t think
that the solution is in our hands. It’s for us to understand what First Nation people are working for, and
to encourage their ﬁnding a way through this, not that we sort of impose another solution or come up
with an answer. So I think that it’s tremendously important that we understand First Nation culture
because there’s so much of value in it – particularly (I think you’ve already implied) that their
valuing of the land is something that really comes to the forefront in terms of industrial challenges
in our area right now, and so that’s a hugely important aspect of the culture to understand and
that’s only one small aspect.
In H2 we saw participants begin to express their realization that Indigenous peoples had enough
autonomy now that they were making signiﬁcant decisions that affected everybody’s interests in
the region. Shannon was particularly forthright on this theme:
I see big development coming in and I see some First Nation leaders signing onto that development
that impacts me, but I don’t feel like my voice is as powerful because I’m not First Nations.
Later she put this in terms of what cultural loss may have done to Indigenous leaderships:
If they’re not connected to their culture and to their people and to their land, then they make decisions
based on that disconnection, so it ostracizes them from a big portion of their community by not having
that connection.
This last theme begins to connect with a striking presence, very signiﬁcantly in the Hazelton
groups and to a slight degree in Smithers, of a much more embodied and personally engaged
mode of thinking through the issues of colonialism and responsibility. Embodiment, in our
view, emerges where, after discussion about the circumstances of Indigenous peoples and the
underlying historical causes and social context of those circumstances, participants were able
to describe who or what should be responsible in terms of their own identities. In H1, Tim
reported that he felt an outsider, even though he had lived in the community for many years:
Since high school I’ve lived in smaller communities and through that I’ve deﬁnitely gained more of an
insight but still feel I’m very much an outsider looking in. I don’t feel like I have any direct connec-
tions in different places I’ve lived in, including here.
As is clear from the quote from Don above, about the extent to which his life had been shaped by
Indigenous values, in H2, this more personally implicated sense was especially strong. Shannon
retold the story of a collaborative effort by Native and non-Native people to protect the Skeena
river:
It started off with two expeditions in the upper Skeena and the chief, and the whole goal of ﬁnding
ancient… or cultural heritage resources, so culturally modiﬁed trees and ﬁsh pits and village sites
and arborglyphs and petroglyphs and you can’t go anywhere up there without stumbling into these
things. So we as a crew got connected to that place in the universe and just, I mean it…we called
it ‘the Skeena groove’ because it just takes over and you will forever be connected to that place
and the people who you were with, and everything that the Skeena Watershed Conservation Coalition
was built into came… that was the foundation, were those two expeditions. That’s what built our
organization. And then it was that work that helped us transfer the work with the Tahltan on the
sacred headwaters. And the way that one of the Tahltan described it was, when most people come
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up here to ‘help us’ (in quotations) is they say, ‘Jump with us in the canoe and help us paddle, and
we’ll all get to the same place together’. And what this one Tahltan man said to me, he said, ‘You
know the difference between SWCC and your crew is?’, they said, ‘Is that you guys came to us
and said, ‘We’ll jump in your canoe, and we’ll help you paddle to where you’re going’ .
Conclusions
Through a combined referential and textural analysis of views expressed in our focus groups we
arrive at a poetically integrated understanding of discourse. Thus we have been able to correlate
stylistic and grammatical conﬁgurations with the views that participants express. Most pointedly,
the conversations we explore here have drawn us to those contrasting modes of conceptualizing
the responsibility to engage: delegation and embodiment. To make the question of reconciliation
meaningful, non-Aboriginal publics and individuals are interpreting the responsibility to engage
according to highly varied ratios of these two modes.
We reach this view because an obvious ﬁnding of our focus groups is that locality matters.
Among broad groups of people who indicate a concern about the injustices experienced by Indi-
genous peoples in the colonization of Canada and contemporary society, the location (both his-
toric and spatial) of the community you live in has some inﬂuence over the ways you conceive
of what taking responsibility is and who bears that responsibility. In the large metropolis of
Toronto we observe a much greater expression of the view that Indigenous peoples themselves
need to take responsibility but that government or ‘Canada’ more diffusely may also have a
role to play. Participants’ views revealed strong stereotypes about Indigenous authenticity,
which by their intrinsic deﬁnition could not be present in the city. We concur with Victoria Free-
man’s analysis of the planned forgetting about the presence of Indigenous peoples in Toronto,
where now for most ‘the story of the place begins with their arrival, as it did for those immigrants
who ﬁrst established York and then Toronto’.20
By contrast, considerably less discourse among our focus groups in northern BC encouraged
the displacing move that suggests Native peoples must rely on the state; in fact there were strong
expressions of how ineffective such state-based efforts had been and a distrust of ongoing state
projects including those under ofﬁcial reconciliation. In Smithers there was some room for the
view that Indigenous peoples need to take more responsibility in their own lives, and less so in
Hazelton. Many of those in Hazelton and also to a great extent in Smithers, expressed themselves
as having a role to play in resolving injustices experienced by Indigenous peoples. For some,
notably in Hazelton, this was a sense that their own identities were very much bound up in
that process, that their own embodiment included a sense of responsibility.
This has been a study of discourse, not of ‘action on the ground’, however it is obvious in this
research that communities which adhere more strongly to the embodiment mode are also enjoying
greater and more locally speciﬁc engagement between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
(‘Umshewa’) peoples. The individuals who inhabit those communities also manifest much
clearer and more personally felt accounts of the responsibility to engage. Thus our observed
dichotomy of delegation versus embodiment relates in important ways to more widely discussed
dichotomies of placeless versus locally grounded, of abstract Other versus speciﬁc interlocutors,
even of prejudice versus discernment.
We are involved in a similar project now under way in Australia. With support from the Aus-
tralian Research Council, the research team there has conducted focus groups with non-Indigen-
ous participants at four sites around that continent. While many experiences do not admit easy
translation from one country to another, there is enough similarity between these two countries
that we have designed the methodology to allow maximal comparability with the Canadian
research. At time of writing this article, the recordings and transcripts are complete and their
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analysis is under way. In setting out the above results and conclusions, it strikes us as almost a
cliché that the local matters in Australia as well. Canada’s dialectic of delegation and embodiment
seems likely to matter greatly in that context too.
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